ii	ECONOMIC HISTORY
Synopsis. It is the purpose of this Introduction to review the salient
features of the economic structure of society, the trend of
economic statesmanship, and the phases of economic thought
during the Age of Mercantilism—an epoch which covers the
two hundred and fifty years that lie between the middle of
the sixteenth and the close of the eighteenth century.
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Factors in Two factors have contributed to the making of English
society. One is the factor of co-operation : the other is the
factor of individualism. The Englishman is generally looked
upon as an individualist par excellence, accustomed to plough
a lonely furrow in the conduct of his economic affairs ; and it
may therefore seem strange to picture him as a member of
a disciplined community acting in the closest relations with
his fellows. In the England of the nineteenth century the
tide of individualism attained its high-water mark : in the
England of the present day the tide is fast receding. Many
branches of the national economy are beginning to assume
a corporate aspect: individualism is not extinguished but
it is being merged in association. A new England is thus
in the process of formation, yet it can be considered new
only if we compare it with the England of the ' Industrial
Revolution * and the nineteenth century. In reality, it is
an England which is returning to the spirit of an older
regime based on co-operation, where the individual was sub-
ordinated to the village or gild community and all his
pursuits were regulated in collaboration with his peers.
The Age of The Age of Mercantilism was one of transition : it was
tlie kattkg10™** in which was fought out the conflict
between two rival conceptions of the social order. In the
Middle Ages the individual lived an ordered economic life
as the member of a highly-organized profession: in the
nineteenth century, when the competitive instinct proved
too strong for the restraining hand of the legislature, he
was liberated from the shackles of authority. Mercantilist
England stood at the parting of the ways. A new fabric
was slowly being fashioned out of the ruins of the old, but

